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T
he S

hape of the R
iver, the new

 defense of A
ffirm

ative A
ction in college adm

issions by form
er P

rinceton and H
arvard presidents W

illiam
 G

. B
ow

en
and D

erek B
ok, has been hailed by T

he N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es as "striking confirm

ation of the success of affirm
ative action." A

 host of sim
ilar op-eds

and
review

s have follow
ed suit, praising the book both for its scholarship and its defense of affirm

ative action. F
ew

 review
ers, how

ever, have actually
subjected the book's claim

s or m
ethodology to serious, critical exam

ination. T
his P

olicy B
rief is an attem

pt to do so.

T
he C

enter for E
qual O

pportunity-w
hich opposes the use of racial and ethnic preferences and has published a series of studies exposing them

 at

argum
ents.

non-black m
inority groups such as A

sians and H
ispanics. H

e notes that the authors' ow
n data establish that "[t]he m

ore selective the school is, the

the m
ore selective schools are the ones that use preferences the m

ost. Lerner criticizes the failure of T
he S

hape of the R
iver to discuss the

im
pact

as w
ell as on individuals. Lerner concludes that B

ow
en and B

ok-w
ho are, after all, form

er college presidents and long-tim
e users of A

ffirm
ative

non-presentation of im
portant descriptive data, and

... unw
illingness to confront in detail the argum

ents m
ade by the critics of preferences." D

r.
Lerner calls on B

ow
en and B

ok-and on the colleges and universities studied-to m
ake their adm

issions and other data available to all qualified
researchers. "H

onest discussion requires no less."

D
ave O

'N
eill, an econom

ist, show
s w

hy, "despite hundreds of pages of tables and charts, B
ow

en and B
ok have no good statistical evidence on one

of the key causal questions," nam
ely how

 the beneficiaries of preferences "w
ould have fared in the labor m

arket and their careers" if they had not

of race-conscious policies at non-elite colleges, "B
ow

en and B
ok are just defining aw

ay the really tough social problem
s created by the use of

A
ffirm

ative A
ction in higher education." Like the other tw

o authors, O
'N

eill points out the book's O
rw

ellian penchant for "term
s like 'race sensitive
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policies,"' as opposed to "candid term
s like 'race preferences"' w

hich m
ore clearly describe the policies at issue.

R
oger C

legg is a law
yer w

ho served as a deputy in the Justice D
epartm

ent's civil rights division and is now
 C

E
O

's vice president and general
counsel. H

e stresses the legal significance of one of the authors' quiet concessions: that preferences should no longer be defended as som
ehow

"rem
edial," but only because of the value of "diversity." E

xcept for the infam
ous decisions in the Japanese-A

m
erican internm

ent cases, no
S

uprem
e C

ourt m
ajority has ever recognized the legal sufficiency of a racial classification except in the rem

edial context; and no justice besides the
late Lew

is P
ow

ell has ever said that the diversity rationale passes the test of "strict scrutiny" that the C
ourt now

 uses for all such classifications.
C

legg also notes other m
ajor concessions by B

ow
en and B

ok-that preferences are w
idely used at the top schools, and that they are not m

ere
"tiebreakers" but a very heavy thum

b on the scale. T
hese latter points, incidentally, have been repeatedly docum

ented by the C
E

O
 studies.

P
art of the appeal of T

he S
hape of the R

iver m
ay be its novelty: it is the first book purporting to m

arshal actual data in
defense of affirm

ative action.
B

ut those w
ho read the review

s collected in this P
olicy B

rief w
ill see that these data are often incom

plete or m
isleading, in addition to being

shielded in large part from
 other researchers. N

ot only that, but the data are often sim
ply irrelevant-used to attack straw

 m
en, prove propositions

not really in dispute, or offered as a distraction from
 the real issues.

W
hat I find m

ost infuriating about T
he S

hape of the R
iver, how

ever, is its pessim
ism

 and condescension. Its w
hite m

ale authors are absolutely

them
. B

ut these are the sam
e m

inorities w
ho have survived-and overcom

e-blatant discrim
ination against them

 for m
any years. W

hat is m
ost

essential for their continued progress is sim
ple nondiscrim

ination and respect-w
hich com

es from
 playing by the sam

e rules and being treated the
sam

e as all other A
m

ericans. B
ut this is w

hat M
essrs. B

ow
en and B

ok w
ould deny them

.

G
T

H
E

 E
M

P
IR

E
 S

T
R

IK
E

S
 B

A
C

K

*by R
obert Lerner

sociologist N
athan G

lazer w
rote his path-breaking A

ffirm
ative D

iscrim
ination in 1975, m

any have suspected that m
ost of A

m
erica's colleges and

universities em
ployed A

ffirm
ative A

ction in adm
issions as a m

eans of achieving som
e degree of racial proportional representation. R

egardless of

judging applicants according to "the color of their skin," not m
erely "the content of their character."

used, it is said that they have only a m
arginal im

pact on adm
issions. T

his claim
 has been difficult to test. In 1991, w

hen G
eorgetow

n U
niversity

law
student T

im
othy J. M

cG
uire exposed the use of A

ffirm
ative A

ction in law
 school adm

issions by pointing to the huge gap betw
een black and w

hite

threat of punishm
ent for the m

iscreant.1

E
ven Justice Lew

is P
ow

ell, in his fam
ous B

akke opinion, cited only the catalogue of H
arvard C

ollege to justify his invocation of diversity as a

4
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criterion in adm
issions decisions. A

t no tim
e did he have access to the data on the actual adm

issions process at H
arvard or anyw

here else.
C

olleges and universities are extrem
ely resistant to any study of the existence and im

pact of A
ffirm

ative A
ction, and thus data are largely

im
possible to obtain. T

o put it bluntly, despite the fact that they are ostensibly institutions devoted to the grow
th and dissem

ination of know
ledge,

including know
ledge about higher educational institutions, they have furiously resisted scrutiny or any kind of study that w

ould lead to increased
know

ledge of w
hether or how

 A
ffirm

ative A
ction in institutions of higher education operate and to w

hat effect.

T
he research appearing in T

he S
hape of the R

iver purportedly provides som
e of the m

issing hard quantitative em
pirical evidence on affirm

ative
action issues, thereby helping shape the subsequent debate. Its authors, W

illiam
 B

ow
en and D

erek B
ok, are form

er presidents of P
rinceton and

H
arvard, respectively.

S
upported generously by the A

ndrew
 W

. M
ellon F

oundation,2 they undertook a m
assive em

pirical exam
ination of the existence and consequences

of w
hat they call "race-sensitive" policies of adm

ission to elite undergraduate colleges and universities. In addition to establishing the existence or
nonexistence of racial preference policies, the authors propose to investigate their short-run and longer-run consequences in som

e detail. T
he

short-run consequences include exam
ining the effects of such preferences on college graduation rates and college grades (chapter 3). T

he

diversity and racial interaction (chapter 8).

T
o carry out these am

bitious tasks, the authors have created a m
assive "restricted access data base"3 (p. xxviii) w

ith the cooperation not only of

enrollm
ent and transcript records of the m

ore than 80,000 full-tim
e students w

ho w
ere enrolled at 28 college and universities'in the fall of 1951,

1976, and 1989.4

T
he details of the m

ethodology are unclear; the presentation convoluted. It appears that the authors surveyed all the enrollees of the earlier tw
o

cohorts and a sam
ple of the 1989 entering cohort that w

as selected from
 17 of the schools. (P

. 300.) A
t the liberal arts colleges studied,all

enrollees w
ere surveyed, w

hile at the public colleges and universities all blacks, H
ispanics, athletes, and a random

 sam
ple of other students w

ere
included in the sam

ple. (P
. 300.)5 T

here w
as also a m

atching control group study of all college graduates carried out by the N
ational O

pinion
R

esearch C
enter in 1996. (P

. 291.)

F
inally, the study included tw

o extensive m
atching projects to supplem

ent the survey and institutional data collection efforts. T
he first w

as a

313.)

T
he S

hape of the R
iver is packed w

ith 326 pages of text in rather convoluted prose and m
any tables and graphics, as w

ell as severalextensive
appendixes, and copious footnotes w

ith m
uch inform

ation im
portant for understanding w

hat the authors intended. W
hile the w

ork is so m
assive

that a short review
 cannot possibly deal w

ith every issue raised in those pages, not to m
ention discussing every result that is presented, I w

ill
cover

as m
uch as possible in a chapter-by-chapter discussion of the findings, prefaced w

ith som
e general com

m
ents about the research design

em
ployed. I conclude w

ith som
e overall com

m
ents on the m

oral tone of the book as a research study.

P
roblem

s w
ith the D

atabase

A
ssem

bling this extrem
ely large body of inform

ation by the authors' research team
 w

as itself an im
pressive feat of organization. T

his does not
m

ean, how
ever, that the assem

bled database is w
ithout problem

s. F
or exam

ple, individual student records for 1951 apparently do not include the

6
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race of the enrollee. (P
. 30.) T

hus the data for that year are not used in the discussion of applications. (P
. 291 n.2.) A

 still greater lim
itation of the

data is that relatively com
plete applications files containing individual record inform

ation w
ere available for only five schools in 1989 and for only

tw
o in 1976.7 T

hese schools provided detailed and apparently com
plete inform

ation on all applicants for adm
issions, including those w

ho w
ere

denied adm
ission, those w

ho w
ere adm

itted but w
ho chose to attend other colleges and universities, and those w

ho enrolled. (P
. 17.)

E
ven w

ith these lim
itations, how

ever, there is no convincing explanation w
hy these particular three years and especially the starting year w

ere

B
row

n decision and w
ell before the m

obilization of the civil rights m
ovem

ent of the 1950s and 1960s. T
o study the im

pact of preferential

1965 but before the affirm
ative action/racial preference bandw

agon began its seem
ingly inexorable m

ovem
ent. Lacking this kind of data m

akes it
difficult to assess the book's claim

 that racial preference policies in the 1960s w
ere necessary to raise the proportion of black enrollees to its

current level. E
qual protection or affirm

ative action w
ithout preferences m

ight have sufficed. T
his bias is a m

ajor design flaw
.

T
his flaw

 could have been partially rem
edied by a tim

e-series presentation show
ing black, A

sian, H
ispanic, w

hite, and foreign enrollm
ents for every

year from
 1951 to the present, w

hich presum
ably is available for individual institutions as w

ell as for the sam
ple as a w

hole.

T
o see the kind of analysis that m

ight have been done, consider this brief sum
m

ary of the authors' incom
plete qualitative discussion of the history

colleges" had risen to 1 percent. (P
. 5.) T

his probably understates the enrollm
ent at the 28 relevant schools, since not all of them

 are selective
N

ew
E

ngland colleges. B
y 1967, the percentage of black enrollees in Ivy League schools increased to 2.3 percent. (P

. 7.) A
gain, this probably

understates the true percentage enrolled in the com
plete sam

ple of schools before the w
idespread adoption of racial preference policies.

A
 properly reconstructed history m

ight suggest that the establishm
ent of racial preference policies at A

m
erica's leading colleges and universities

appears to have taken place in 1968 or 1969, follow
ing the riots sparked by the assassination of D

r. K
ing. B

y 1976 the proportion of black enrollees

because "the exuberance and strong ideological com
m

itm
ent of the late 1960s and early 1970s" w

hich had led m
any colleges to select "truly

disadvantaged students recruited from
 the ghettos" (p. 7) had been scaled dow

n by then.10 T
his w

ould tend to m
inim

ize the degree of preference
found. A

s the authors candidly adm
it, how

ever, the 1976 enrollees w
ere still selected using preferential adm

issions policies. (P
. 293.)

A
nother problem

 w
ith the study is its aggregation of data. B

ow
en and B

ok claim
 that they w

ere given the data only w
ith the understanding that

individual institutions w
ould not be identified as it is a "restricted access data base." (P

.xxviii) T
his lim

its the authors to presenting their analysis at
an extrem

ely high level of aggregation, thus ignoring all individual differences am
ong these colleges and universities. C

learly, there are m
assive

differences betw
een Y

ale U
niversity and M

iam
i U

niversity (O
hio), betw

een B
ryn M

aw
r C

ollege and the U
niversity of N

orth C
arolina at C

hapel H
ill,

and betw
een P

ennsylvania S
tate U

niversity and W
illiam

s C
ollege that cannot be easily captured in overall sum

m
ary analyses. Y

et the authors

discussion of regional or other differences.

C
onsideration of m

ultiple racial and ethnic groups points to still another m
ajor flaw

 of the study. U
nlike the studies I have coauthored for the C

enter
for E

qual O
pportunity (C

E
O

), B
ow

en and B
ok largely exclude from

 consideration H
ispanic and especially A

sian applicants, adm
ittees, and

enrollees. G
iven the em

phasis on the racial diversity that provides the underlying rationale for the book's preferred racial preference regim
e, the

lack of attention paid to H
ispanic and A

sian applicants or enrollees is quite striking. O
ne suspects that a reason for this lack of attention is

that
w

hites, like A
sians, are likely to be adm

itted at far low
er rates than blacks despite exhibiting outstanding academ

ic perform
ance, and it m

ight be

R
ealities"-w

here questions are included about diversity or "race/culture" as w
ell as getting along w

ith "people holding different beliefs" (pp. 220-21),
about w

hich I w
ill say m

ore later.

9
8
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T
he C

ontribution Is the C
oncession

T
hese criticism

s do not m
ean the authors' research has m

ade no contribution to the study of racial preferences. T
he m

ajor contribution of B
ow

en
and B

ok to the discussion of preference policies is precisely the concession by leading m
em

bers of the academ
ic establishm

ent that A
ffirm

ative
A

ction in adm
issions favoring blacks and occasionally m

em
bers of other m

inority groups at the expense of w
hite applicants (and A

sians) for

longer.13

A
s B

ow
en and B

ok put it, all these colleges and universities take "race into account in the adm
issions process by accepting qualified black students

even if they had low
er grades and test scores than m

ost w
hite students." (P

. 7.)14 Y
et for the past 30 years, the very sam

e academ
ic

establishm
ent has denied the existence of m

assive preferences in favor of black applicants and against w
hite applicants for adm

ission to selective
colleges and universities.

D
espite the denials, this of course has been long suspected by m

any. M
ore than 10 years ago, H

arvard political scientist R
obert K

litgaard
presented data show

ing that, in 1971, black applicants to H
arvard C

ollege w
ith academ

ic ratings of "2" or "3" had a 73.0 percent chance of
adm

ission, as com
pared to the 28.5 percent chance possessed by w

hite applicants w
ith the sam

e academ
ic qualifications.15

T
he authors' ow

n data provides additional strong support for this view
. D

espite their lesser academ
ic qualifications, 42 percent of black applicants

but only 25 percent of w
hite applicants in 1989 w

ere adm
itted. (P

. 26.) B
ow

en and B
ok show

 this in m
ore detail in a chart (p.

27) revealing that, for
the five colleges and universities w

ith detailed adm
issions data, the odds of adm

ission of blacks relative to w
hites is substantially better than 2.5 to

1.

S
ince m

any advocates of preference policies prefer to dow
nplay the extent of preferences, som

e exam
ples draw

n from
 the authors' ow

n data
m

ight be useful in dispelling any rem
aining confusion. B

ow
en and B

ok find that all black applicants w
ith com

bined S
A

T
 scores of 1500 or better

w
ere adm

itted to these top colleges but only about 60 percent of sim
ilarly qualified w

hite students w
ere adm

itted. A
lso, 75 percent of black students

w
ith S

A
T

s of 1200-1249 w
ere adm

itted as com
pared w

ith only 25 percent of their w
hite counterparts. (P

. 27.) F
inally, about 40 percent of w

hites
w

ith S
A

T
 scores of 1500 or better w

ere rejected w
hile 75 percent of blacks w

ith (m
uch low

er) S
A

T
 scores of 1250-1299 w

ere accepted. T
his is

not
a m

inim
al degree of preference of blacks over w

hites, but a substantial show
ing of racial favoritism

.

In fact, given the richness of the adm
issions data available, the authors' analysis of adm

issions data w
as disappointingly superficial. In addition to

inform
ation on adm

issions and enrollm
ent decisions, they have at least som

e inform
ation on the test scores of applicants, their high school grades,

w
hether or not the applicant w

as a legacy, his or her athletic status, sex, hom
e state or county, citizenship, place of birth, size and type

of high
school, fam

ily background (m
other's and father's occupation and education), and even financial aid inform

ation. (P
. 294.)

T
his raises tw

o im
portant questions w

ith a m
ethodological flavor: how

 to m
easure the extent of racial preferences in adm

issions and how
 to

analyze any available data so as to estim
ate the degree of preference given, if any. T

he m
ajor problem

 for any study of preferential adm
issions is

that this policy norm
ally cannot be directly observed; therefore it m

ust be inferred (or inferred not to exist) from
 external evidence.16 A

 second
consideration is that-unless there is a fixed quota selection process, w

hich is illegal under B
akke-preference, if any, is a m

atter of degree.

C
E

O
 S

tudies

A
 com

m
on m

ethod for ascertaining the existence of preferences is to com
pare average test scores and grades of enrollees by race and ethnicity.

T
his procedure is adm

ittedly im
perfect, but it does establish som

e useful lim
its. If the averages differ substantially, then this show

ing is a first step
tow

ard dem
onstrating the existence of preferential policies.

10
11
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T
his procedure, com

m
only used in m

any studies of A
ffirm

ative A
ction (including studies carried out by the C

enter for E
qual O

pportunity), induces a
disingenuous how

l of protest from
 B

ow
en and B

ok quite out of keeping w
ith the carefully controlled tone of the rest of the book. T

hey claim
unequivocally that using m

ean differences in test scores and grades as an indicator of discrim
ination is "seriously flaw

ed" and "should not be used
for this purpose." (P

. 16.)17 T
he reason is because the large differences in test scores and grades that exist betw

een blacks and w
hites in the

general population and presum
ably in applicant pools w

ill yield black-w
hite differences in adm

ittee qualifications even under race-neutral
conditions.

B
ut the size of the black-w

hite difference in m
ean scores is itself a useful indicator of the extent of racial preferences, even if it is

im
perfect. T

he
larger the difference is, the m

ore likely that there is racial preference in adm
issions and the larger the am

ount of such preference is likely to
be for

the favored group. T
his conclusion follow

s as a m
atter of sim

ple com
m

on sense. T
he term

 "racial preference" m
eans adm

itting individuals of the
proper skin color w

ith low
er grades and test scores over those w

ith higher test scores and grades but w
ith the w

rong skin color.18 U
sing A

ffirm
ative

over w
hat w

ould have been the case if race w
ere not a criterion in adm

issions. T
he greater the degree of preference afforded to blacks, the

greater
the black-w

hite difference in average scores w
ill be, because it w

ill require adm
itting those in the applicant pool w

ith even w
eaker qualifications.

research. T
he larger the size of the coefficient, the less likely it is that the correlation is explainable by other factors and the m

ore likely
it is not a

chance finding. F
inding a large correlation coefficient is not proof but is strong evidence of a causal relationship.19 T

he distributional problem
 does

raise the question of how
 large a difference in m

eans is required in order to provide strong evidence of preferential treatm
ent or of discrim

ination.
T

his problem
 exists for all statistical studies of disdrim

ination. T
he answ

er is to som
e extent arbitrary, but it is useful to establish som

e kind of
threshold value for inferring the existence of preferences.

C
E

O
's studies of racial preferences in undergraduate adm

issions do not assum
e that every racial or ethnic difference in m

edian test scores and

studied show
s such preferences. In fact, they generally assum

e that if the difference is less than 30 points on either of the S
A

T
s, and less

than 0.1

A
ffirm

ative A
ction, they generally assum

e that all three indicators of academ
ic m

erit m
ust exhibit differences of at least the above size.

In order to ascertain w
hat m

ight happen in the real w
orld, I carried out a sim

ulation of this general proposition on the U
niversity of M

ichigan
at A

nn
A

rbor's 1995 applicant data. T
he original w

hite-black differences in adm
ittee m

edians20 are: 100 points for verbal S
A

T
s, 130 for m

ath S
A

T
s, and

0.40 of a grade-point for high school grade point average. I sim
ulated an adm

issions procedure for adm
itting students based solely on their grades

and S
A

T
 scores, a race-neutral adm

issions process, and com
puted the m

edian differences in S
A

T
s and grades on m

y "adm
ittees."21 I found that

the w
hite-black differences in test scores and grades had shrunk drastically. T

he m
ean difference in m

ath S
A

T
s w

as now
 only 50 points, the

average. S
A

T
 verbal difference w

as now
 only 30 points, and the G

P
A

 difference w
as 0.0. T

hese results indicate that about tw
o-thirds of the

difference in m
edian test scores and all the difference in high school grades could be attributed to the operation of A

ffirm
ative A

ction, w
hile the

rem
ainder of the difference is the result of the black-w

hite test score gap. A
s the black-w

hite m
athem

atics gap is the largest in the general
population, it seem

s reasonable to put the least w
eight on that difference and the greatest w

eight on differences in grade point averages in
attem

pting to ascertain the existence of A
ffirm

ative A
ction.22

T
herefore B

ow
en and B

ok are w
rong that differences of m

edian yields no useful inform
ation, but they are right that using m

ean differences in
scores is not the optim

al procedure for ascertaining the extent of A
ffirm

ative A
ction in adm

ission if other good data are available.

O
f course, the best, m

ost im
m

ediately useful inform
ation is docum

entary evidence from
 adm

inistrative m
em

os and records. A
s a practical m

atter,
how

ever, this is never m
ade available to the outside researcher, even though there is no good social-science reason for keeping college and

university adm
issions policies as closely guarded as national security secrets. T

he next best kind of inform
ation consists of applicant data in the

12
13
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form
 of individual records that allow

 the researcher to m
odel directly the adm

issions process. T
his kind of inform

ation is also never routinely
released by colleges and universities. C

E
O

 has obtained its inform
ation only through freedom

 of inform
ation act requests. E

ven B
ow

en and B
ok

say that they w
ere prohibited from

 nam
ing the five colleges and universities that provided them

 w
ith relatively com

plete adm
issions data-and

carried this policy over to not discussing individual results for the rem
ainder of their study (w

hich used the full sam
ple of 28 schools).

O
nce individual data have been obtained, the best procedure for ascertaining the existence of racial preferences is to estim

ate the odds of
adm

ission by using both academ
ic and non-academ

ic criteria as independent predictor variables in a regression equation. A
s a practical m

atter,

A
ction in operation (if any). T

hey estim
ate the effects of race, in varying com

binations, on the odds of adm
ission. T

he procedure allow
s the

odds of adm
ission for blacks as com

pared to w
hites, or A

sians as com
pared H

ispanics, holding grades and test scores constant.

C
E

O
's reports have used precisely this procedure in studies of A

ffirm
ative A

ction at public colleges and universities in M
ichigan, the service

academ
ies at W

est P
oint and A

nnapolis, and N
orth C

arolina.24

U
nfortunately, the authors' analysis of adm

issions (p. 17) fails to follow
 this procedure. D

espite its very rich data lode, the analyses are lacking
because: (a) the authors do not identify the individual schools studied, (b) they do not present any logistic regression equations w

hich w
ould

estim
ate the odds of adm

ission controlling for all the inform
ation they have available, and (c) they present inform

ation only for 1989, the beginning
of the period of heightened interest in racial preferences (p. 9). S

tep (b) is of singular im
portance because it is often claim

ed that race is
only "one

factor" in adm
issions and that athletic and alum

ni preferences are at least as im
portant. T

his canard is defensible only because of the secrecy of
adm

issions procedures and data.

If B
ow

en and B
ok had carried out the analysis in the fashion suggested, I surm

ise that they w
ould have obtained results com

parable to those w
e

found at the U
niversity of M

ichigan at A
nn A

rbor, w
here w

e concluded that the black-to-w
hite odds of adm

ission are on the order of 170 to
1.

S
im

ilarly, it w
ould have been possible to exam

ine directly the relative im
pact of legacies (i.e., alum

ni/ae children), athletes, region of residence,
race and ethnicity (including A

sian and H
ispanic applicants), as w

ell as academ
ic qualifications as predictors of adm

ission.

T
he authors do present selected data on legacies and athletes w

hich is of interest. T
hey state that, overall, legacies are adm

itted at tw
ice the sam

e
rate as other candidates. W

hen S
A

T
 scores are taken into account, how

ever, the legacy benefit is far less than the racial preference given.25
T

hus, am
ong applicants w

ith com
bined S

A
T

s of 1100-1199, 22 percent of all legacies w
ere accepted, versus 18 percent of all w

hite applicants but
40 percent of all black candidates. A

t com
bined S

A
T

 levels of 1300 or greater, 60 percent of legacies are adm
itted, 70 percent of blacks are

adm
itted, and 24 percent of all non-legacies are adm

itted. (P
. 28.) O

ne w
ould like to know

 w
hat the black legacy adm

issions rate is, but the
authors

provide no inform
ation.

A
thletes receive even m

ore preference than do legacies. B
ow

en and B
ok report that 78 percent of those identified by coaches as prom

ising
candidates for college sports team

s w
ere adm

itted, a figure w
hich includes an 84 percent adm

it rate for those athletes w
ith S

A
T

s of 1150 or higher.
(P

. 29.) A
gain, one w

ould like to know
 w

hat the black versus w
hite athlete rate of adm

ission is, but the authors provide no inform
ation here

either.26

C
onsequences of P

references

H
aving disposed of the false claim

 that w
eighty A

ffirm
ative A

ction do not exist in elite college and university adm
issions, the next step is to

ascertain their consequences, w
hich is the subject of the rem

ainder of the book.

T
w

o com
m

on m
easures of college perform

ance are graduation rates and college grade point averages. D
espite the authors' extensive efforts to

show
 how

 w
onderful the perform

ance of black enrollees is, it is clear from
 their data that blacks graduate from

 these institutions at low
er rates than

1.4
15
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do w
hites and that A

sians have the highest graduation rates of all. (P
. 56.) T

his race and/or ethnic effect (A
sians graduating at higher rates than

high school class rank, and w
hether or not the school is a w

om
an's college. (P

. 381.)

but this is not the case. In order to show
 this, B

ow
en and B

ok divide their sam
ple of 28 schools into three categories of selectivity

based upon their
S

A
T

s: S
E

L-1, S
E

L-2, and S
E

L-3.27 It turns out that students at the very best schools graduate at the highest rates. (P
. 376.) W

hile this is
true for

students of all races, it is especially true for black students. T
he highest black graduation rates in the entire sam

ple are for students enrolled at
the

rates in the sam
ple are am

ong black students w
ith the sam

e S
A

T
 scores at S

E
L-3 schools. W

hy this occurs is not explained, but it is
asserted to

contradict the view
, w

hich B
ow

en and B
ok term

 the "fit" hypothesis, that blacks w
ill graduate at the low

est rates at the best schools.

attention, counseling, support." (P
. 58.) S

urely the authors, as form
er presidents of S

E
L-1 institutions, could describe in detail the program

s that
keep these students in school.28 T

hese m
ight have even been m

ade part of the data set, so that individual students w
ho have received

rem
ediation m

ight be studied separately.29 O
r do rem

edial students, including those w
ho receive A

ffirm
ative A

ction, receive the equivalent of a
social prom

otion, at least as far as graduation is concerned?

It m
ay be that schools learned from

 the experiences of the late 1960s and early 1970s w
hen w

hat B
ow

en and B
ok call the "strong ideological

com
m

itm
ent" to preferences "led m

any colleges to place an em
phasis on recruiting truly disadvantaged students recruited from

 the ghettos." (P
. 7.)

S
ince "absorption of black students into higher education did not prove to be a sim

ple m
atter" (p. 7)-m

ost of them
 could not survive academ

ically in
the elite college and university environm

ent and dropped out-special program
s m

ight have been created to keep them
 in school. T

he im
provem

ent
in graduation rates from

 1976 to 1989 m
ight reflect the creation and expansion of rem

edial program
s for all disadvantaged students. (P

. 69.) A
gain,

the authors, despite their long experience as academ
ic adm

inistrators, are silent.

T
his line of argum

ent is further supported in a different section of the chapter entitled "Institutional Initiatives," w
hich discusses the m

any special
program

s available to help black and som
etim

es H
ispanic students on various cam

puses. T
hese include the 21th C

entury P
rogram

 at the
U

niversity of M
ichigan, the M

ellon M
inority U

ndergraduate F
ellow

ship P
rogram

, the U
niversity of C

olorado program
 for m

inority engineering

program
s in existence, both at individual colleges and sponsored by external funding sources. (O

f course, as these particular program
s are

"race-sensitive," no w
hite students need apply, but there is no reason to assum

e that all rem
edial program

s are "race-sensitive.")

N
ext, B

ow
en and B

ok analyze differences in undergraduate grades. T
his is an im

portant contribution of the book. B
ecause these data are nearly

im
possible for outsiders to obtain and are a m

uch m
ore sensitive m

easure of academ
ic perform

ance than are graduation rates in an era w
hen

m
ost students at elite colleges and universities graduate, the results are w

orth scrutinizing closely. T
he average cum

ulative G
P

A
 of black enrollees

at all 28 schools w
as 2.61 on a 4-point scale, w

hile the average for their w
hite counterparts w

as 3.15. T
he resulting difference of 0.52 of a grade

w
orse than their non-preferred fellow

s w
ho w

ould have been adm
itted anyw

ay. U
nlike the situation for graduation rates, the selectivity of the school

strongly and negatively predicts class rank. T
he m

ore selective the school is, the w
orse do black enrollees perform

 relative to their w
hite

counterparts. (P
. 383.)

Interestingly, w
hile B

ow
en and B

ok m
ake m

uch of the failure of the "fit" hypothesis for the case of graduation rates, they fail to apply it
to class

ranking (grades), w
here it apparently w

orks.31 T
he program

s that foster retention, including the blacks-only program
s discussed above, are

apparently unable to im
prove the grades of black students to m

atch their w
hite counterparts.

B
lack U

nderperform
ance

16
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com
m

only alleged that these tests w
ere biased against blacks, in reality black students w

ith the sam
e S

A
T

 scores as w
hites earn substantially

college.

T
he form

er possibility is not discussed at great length. B
ut it is w

orth rem
em

bering that all black students w
ith high S

A
T

 scores w
ere adm

itted to
these colleges and universities, versus only about 60 percent of their w

hite counterparts. It m
ay be that these w

hite students have som
ething

lacking in their black counterparts, such as superior study skills. T
his is only a suggestion, but one that m

erits further investigation not undertaken
by B

ow
en and B

ok.

vulnerability."35 T
he suggestion here is that, w

here a negative stereotype exists, individuals to w
hom

 the stereotype m
ay apply m

ust deal w
ith the

possibility that their actions w
ill confirm

 it. T
his, in turn, im

pairs individual perform
ance. In the case of blacks, w

hen the negative stereotype of black
achievem

ent is invoked, it w
ill purportedly low

er black perform
ance regardless of other factors. S

teele and A
ronson carry out som

e interesting
experim

ents w
hich appear to confirm

 this view
.

B
ow

en and B
ok acknow

ledge the potential utility of this explanation but largely dism
iss it for reasons that are not clear. Y

et in a different part
of the

book, they claim
 that the unw

illingness of selective institutions to discuss A
ffirm

ative A
ction is in part due to the fact that "the standing of black

students w
ould be low

ered in the eyes of their w
hite classm

ates if the differences w
ere publicized." (P

. 265.) B
ow

en and B
ok add: "M

ore than afew

assum
es, the reinforcem

ent of the stereotype of black non-achievem
ent and the accentuation of w

hatever "stereotype threat" problem
s exist for

beneficiaries.

T
here is a third possible explanation that B

ow
en and B

ok do not consider seriously. (P
. 85.) T

his is that black students, know
ing that their

adm
ission to an elite college or university m

eans they have it m
ade for the rest of their lives, have little incentive to w

ork as hard
as their w

hite
counterparts.37 D

espite the authors' refusal to deal w
ith the hypothesis, anecdotal evidence supporting it is provided by one of their ow

n interview
s.

B
ow

en and B
ok report the follow

ing com
m

ent by a black enrollee at the U
niversity of M

ichigan (A
nn A

rbor) from
 an inner-city high school: "'I

thought I w
ould be able to skate through, like I did in high school."' (P

. 79.) A
ll in all, it is rather am

using to see
an econom

ist (B
ow

en) refusing to
consider the possible hypothesis that incentives affect personal behavior, w

hen practically all of econom
ics is based on this assum

ption.

T
here is also independent evidence for the idea that effort devoted to studying m

atters in student achievem
ent. P

sychologist A
lexander A

stin, in a
large-scale national sam

ple survey of college students, not surprisingly finds that num
ber of hours per w

eek spent studying is positively correlated

m
easure or even consider this variable. C

ould it be that they w
ere afraid as to w

hat they m
ight find?

T
here is also a m

ore general problem
. B

ow
en and B

ok analyze only their total enrollee data set rather than also analyzing separately the collection
of five schools w

ith com
plete adm

issions data. H
ad they used these data also, it w

ould have allow
ed for separate analyses of the perform

ance of
those blacks w

ho w
ere preference adm

its and those w
ho w

ere not preference adm
its. T

hese analyses, quite im
portant in determ

ining the effects of
preferences on subsequent perform

ance, w
ere never carried out. S

uch analyses w
ould have also allow

ed com
parative study of the academ

ic
achievem

ents or non-achievem
ents of legacies and athletes,39 w

ho, w
hile receiving adm

issions preference, receive less than do blacks. T
hese

com
parisons m

ight have served as a kind of non-racial control study.40
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S
everal other notable indicators of college perform

ance are om
itted. B

ow
en and B

ok provide no analysis of college honors-either P
hi B

eta K
appa

or Latin H
onors (cum

 laude, m
agna cum

 laude, sum
m

a cum
 laude)-by race and ethnicity. T

here is also no discussion of G
R

E
, LS

A
T

, M
C

A
T

,
G

M
A

T
, or N

T
E

41 scores by race or any other w
ay, despite the fact that the authors had the assistance of the C

ollege B
oard, w

hich adm
inisters

these tests. D
o blacks perform

 as poorly on these indicators as they do on S
A

T
s ? D

o college grades and attendance at elite colleges and
universities help them

 close the score gap? A
nalysis of such questions w

ould contribute to exam
ining further the "fit" hypothesis and to

dem
onstrating any negative effects from

 preferences.

T
he authors' om

ission of graduate test data is especially interesting in light of the fact that black graduates w
ere m

ore likely to earn legal and
m

edical degrees than their w
hite counterparts. (P

. 99.) E
ven m

ore strikingly, blacks are m
ore likely to earn law

, m
edical, and business degrees at

top-tier universities than are their w
hite counterparts. (P

. 102.) A
s B

ow
en and B

ok adm
it, graduate, law

, m
edical, and business schools' ow

n racial
preference policies m

ay account for these differences. (P
. 109.)

If w
e accept the new

ly-m
inted liberal conventional w

isdom
 that the black-w

hite S
A

T
 gap is real and predictive of both academ

ic and job
perform

ance outcom
es, then it follow

s that blacks privileged by racial preference policies both in school and on the job w
ill occupy the bottom

 of the
distribution in their respective professions. T

he w
idespread operation of A

ffirm
ative A

ction guarantees that this overrepresentation rem
ains in effect

at least for the tim
e being. T

he stereotype that purportedly causes high-achieving blacks to experience "stereotype threat" w
ill rem

ain in being as
w

ell for as long as do racial preference policies.

A
 m

ajor contribution of the authors' research is their show
ing that it is w

orth a good deal to attend one of their elite institutions, because
there is a

kind of halo affect that accrues to their graduates regardless of their actual abilities, skills, and perform
ances either before or after attending

college. F
or exam

ple, B
ow

en and B
ok note that going to an S

E
L-1 or S

E
L-2 school increases the odds that a student w

ould earn a professional or
doctoral degree. (P

. 114, 387-91.) S
im

ilarly, attending one of the elite institutions provides "a real w
age prem

ium
 for students" w

ho graduate. (P
.

128.) O
f course, the findings m

ake gaining adm
ission to these institutions even m

ore desirable than w
ould be the case if this halo effect w

ere
absent.

T
his highlights another shortcom

ing in the book, how
ever, nam

ely its failure to discuss the fate of the w
hite and A

sian students w
ho are not

adm
itted due to preferential treatm

ent except in quite disparaging term
s. (P

p. 36-37.) In a rare criticism
 of any academ

ic practice or policy, B
ow

en

T
hey do concede, how

ever, that these rejected w
hite and A

sian students w
ould have done at least as w

ell as their black counterparts, including
having higher incom

es. (P
. 282.) T

hese students w
ould likely have also received better college grades. P

resum
ably they w

ould have also learned
m

ore, thus fulfilling the norm
al adm

issions criterion of being better able to m
ake use of the opportunities provided. B

ut this thought does not occur
to B

ow
en and B

ok.

D
iversity

T
he authors' chapter on diversity is highly problem

atic. W
hile B

ow
en and B

ok concede that they have by no m
eans resolved the issue of exactly

how
 diversity is supposed to have enriched education and although they define and even ask about diversity of ideas, they focus as expected on

racial diversity, and there on black-w
hite differences. (P

. 219.) T
his focus is even m

ore peculiar w
ith the authors' acknow

ledgem
ent that, quoting

w
riter A

nthony A
ppiah, "racial identity is regarded as im

portant by m
any m

iddle-class A
frican A

m
ericans .

.
in part because there are so few

cultural differences betw
een them

 and com
parable w

hite A
m

ericans." (P
. 220.)

w
hites w

ho know
 blacks "w

ell" w
ould decline from

 60 percent to 49 percent. (P
. 234.) E

ven if one accepts the view
 that this kind of interaction is

im
portant and accepts the inability of students on such cam

puses to find these individuals on their ow
n, both of w

hich are questionable, this m
odest

drop appears to be of little consequence.

20
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W
hile this chapter raises som

e interesting questions, it is the questions that aren't asked by the authors that are significant. In the first place,

cannot be because no one has ever asked such questions before. T
here is a w

ealth of survey questions and data on the subject. F
or exam

ple,
sociologist S

eym
our M

artin Lipset notes that G
allup has asked questions about A

ffirm
ative A

ction six tim
es betw

een 1977 and 1991.42
(Incidentally, Lipset notes that A

m
ericans are overw

helm
ingly against such preferences.) A

s political scientists P
aul M

. S
niderm

an and T
hom

as
P

iazza, authors of a m
ajor study explaining attitudes tow

ards preferences, put it: "to give an account of people's reaction w
ithout taking into account

w
hat they are reacting to is m

isleading in a fundam
ental w

ay."43 O
ne can only conclude that B

ow
en and B

ok really did not w
ant to know

how
 their

respondents felt about these issues or about how
 they m

ight feel if they cam
e to discover they w

ere either advantaged or disadvantaged by

T
his discussion of the social benefits of interaction across racial lines is m

isleading, finally, because B
ow

en and B
ok ignore a rather basic

different races that reduces intergroup prejudice. P
sychologist G

ordon A
llport w

rites that "prejudice .
.. m

ay
be reduced by equal-status contact

betw
een m

ajority and m
inority groups in the pursuit of com

m
on goals." (P

. 267.) S
ociologist R

obin W
illiam

s lists as one of "the durable conditions

A
ffirm

ative A
ction exist or are thought to exist, the equal-status requirem

ent is violated and the true benefits from
 such contacts are denied. D

eep
dow

n, B
ow

en and B
ok m

ust know
 this, for it explains their observation, quoted above, as to w

hy black-w
hite interaction is strained after it is

discovered that one group received preferential treatm
ent w

hile the other group did not.

S
till another problem

 is that B
ow

en and B
ok never seek to show

 the academ
ic benefits of diversity for students. O

ne w
ay to do this m

ight have
been to relate differences in diversity or interaction to student achievem

ent, either in college grade point average or in postgraduate test scores or
grades. M

y supposition is that one of the reasons that B
ow

en and B
ok did not do this is because this kind of diversity has absolutely

no effect on
test scores or other m

easures of academ
ic achievem

ent. A
lexander A

stin has found that "academ
ic outcom

es are not affected by peer m
easures,"

w
hich m

eans that the racial com
position of the college or university has no discernible effect on the grades or test scores of w

hite students.45 A
s

noted above, this also m
ay be w

hy B
ow

en and B
ok do not m

ake use of graduate-level test scores.

H
ere are a couple of other findings that are of interest. D

espite all of their preoccupation w
ith leadership, B

ow
en and B

ok find that civic participation

accom
plishm

ent. A
lso, the analysis of political attitudes that suggests that black m

ale elites are in the m
iddle of the road is sim

ply laughable. (P
.

174.) If the authors had bothered to ask about voting behavior, rather than asking only about w
hether or not their respondents voted, I suspect that

they w
ould have found a uniform

ly liberal cast here. B
ut it is w

orth noting that, even using these restricted m
easures, graduates of the elite colleges

the result of political correctness? U
nfortunately, B

ow
en and B

ok do not attem
pt to correlate these view

s w
ith respondents' view

s of diversity, as
discussed in their chapter 8. T

his w
ould likely have had the effect of show

ing that graduates of the institutions studied are not uniform
ly in favor of

diversity, especially if it is defined as racial proportionalism
 (as B

ow
en and B

ok de facto define it).

O
ne of the argum

ents m
ade by B

ow
en and B

ok in defending preferences is that they have dram
atically expanded the black m

iddle class beyond
w

hat it w
ould have otherw

ise been. B
ut the notion that the graduates of these elite colleges and universities constitute in quantitative term

s the
m

iddle class is ludicrous; there are too few
 of them

. In any event, a m
ajority of black enrollees (63 percent in 1976 and 71 percent in 1989) w

ere
already m

iddle class according to B
ow

en and B
ok. (P

. 341.) T
hus, in 1976, 46 percent of black enrollees had at least one parent w

ith a
B

.A
. w

hile,
in 1989, 64 percent of black enrollees had at least one parent w

ith a B
.A

. (P
. 341.) W

hile w
hite enrollees w

ere both better educated and
richer, only

26 percent of black enrollees w
ere of low

 socioeconom
ic status in 1976 and only 14 percent of 1989 black enrollees w

ere of low
 socioeconom

ic
status. (P

. 49.)

P
olicies of A

ffirm
ative A

ction at elite colleges and universities do not create the m
iddle class. Instead, policies of preferential adm

issions at elite
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the suggestions that class-based adm
issions preferences can be substituted for race-based ones. (P

. 49 and passim
.) N

eedless to say, they do
not choose to em

phasize the im
plications of this finding.

S
om

e C
oncluding T

houghts

A
lthough B

ow
en and B

ok have assem
bled som

e im
portant data and have contributed som

e im
portant analyses to the study of A

ffirm
ative A

ction in
colleges and universities, the book overall is seriously flaw

ed. T
he problem

 is that the authors pursue tw
o very different and conflicting aim

s in their
single-volum

e study. F
irst, T

he S
hape of the R

iver presents the results of a large-scale em
pirical study of the existence and effects of A

ffirm
ative

A
ction in higher education. S

econd, the.book is an apologia for policies of A
ffirm

ative A
ction in higher education adm

issions, including those carried
out by the authors w

hen they w
ere university presidents. T

his am
algam

 of adm
inistrator and social scientist prom

ised unique opportunities for
increasing understanding of how

 preference policies w
ork, since m

ost social scientists are not policym
akers, but it also presented a danger that the

f6rm
er policym

akers w
ould feel constrained to defend their policies regardless of the data or any other considerations. T

his is w
hat happened.

establishm
ent has carried out for the past 30 or so years-and less the objective social science research study that w

ould have been desirable.

T
his counsel-for-the-defense approach is copiously illustrated in several w

ays. T
he large num

ber of superficial research efforts reported could and
should have m

ade for a m
uch larger book or a far m

ore detailed discussion of each m
ajor point. M

any of these studies exhibit a lack
of rigor in

research design, relative inattention to alternative hypotheses, non-presentation of im
portant descriptive data, and an unw

illingness to confront in
detail the argum

ents m
ade by critics of preferences. T

hese problem
s indicate an intent to establish their view

 of preferences rather than sim
ply to

present analyses of their data.

T
he polem

ical thrust of the book is also illustrated in the authors' characteristic use of language to describe preferences and adm
issions policies.

F
or exam

ple: (1) the authors deny they favor "quotas" (p. xxiv), (2) they have a great deal of trouble in using the w
ord "racial preference,"

preferring
the term

 "race-sensitive adm
issions," and (3) w

hat they really m
ean by "diversity" is racial proportional representation.

T
he first point is tendentious at best. Q

uotas, goals, and preferences are convertible quantities. A
ny set of preferences can be m

anipulated to
produce a desired quota or goal for a given applicant pool, sim

ply by adjusting the size of the preference given to m
em

bers of favored groups.
T

his .
is because the larger the size of the preference given, the greater is the proportion of the preferred group w

hich is adm
itted. B

ow
en and B

ok
know

this full w
ell, but perhaps since strict quotas are illegal and preferences m

ay or m
ay not be, the distinction likely turns upon legal technicalities

rather than on m
eaningful em

pirical differences.

T
he second point also presents a problem

. B
ow

en and B
ok have difficulty w

ith the notion of race-neutral adm
issions, placing the term

explicitly single out individuals of different races differently. A
gain, B

ow
en and B

ok are perfectly aw
are of the differences betw

een these tw
o kinds

and B
ok have great difficulty w

ith the notion of racial preference, w
hich they practically never use.46 T

hey prefer a term
 of their ow

n invention,
"race-sensitive adm

issions," as the term
 of art. T

his m
ay be a useful argum

ent to m
ake in a legal brief but it is laughable as serious

social science.
W

hat does this term
 m

ean? W
hat "the right people" are sensitive to is that m

any w
hites and A

sians w
ill be discrim

inated against by these elite
colleges and universities. A

dm
issions officers are "sensitive" to their race, all right.47 A

ny reader even sem
i-alert to euphem

ism
 w

ill detect the
linguistic legerdem

ain of N
ew

speak.

w
hat they are really interested in is black proportional representation. D

iversity of opinion, w
hich they acknow

ledge, is never discussed at length. A
s

noted previously, they largely ignore A
sian and to a lesser extent H

ispanic enrollees, even though together w
ith foreign students these m

ake up
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about a quarter of the enrollees at the colleges and universities studied.

W
orse than all these sem

antic slights of hand, how
ever, is the real problem

 w
ith racial privileging policies and w

ith the authors' attitudes tow
ards

that the unw
illingness of selective institutions to discuss A

ffirm
ative A

ction, to discuss their adm
issions policies openly and honestly, and to m

ake
routine presentations of the kind of data discussed here is due to the fact that "the standing of black students w

ould be low
ered in the

eyes of their
w

hite classm
ates if the differences w

ere publicized." (P
. 265.) B

ut w
hat about the truth?

outside research by others is given in their discussions of others' efforts to study preferences. If one w
ere to follow

 the authors' rule that differences
in m

ean or m
edian scores betw

een racial and ethnic groups are never to be used to infer the existence or absence of preferences and com
bine

it
w

ith the intense secrecy that has covered adm
issions policies, it w

ould provide a fine m
eans of insulating adm

issions com
m

ittees from
 any

accountability. Indeed, it w
ould for all practical purposes elim

inate the study of this vital subject for all except the favored few
.

A
t no point do B

ow
en and B

ok state that these m
atters should be studied by others and that colleges and universities need to open up

their files to

policies by other researchers w
ho do not or need not share their point of view

. N
or do they indicate in any w

ay an intention to
m

ake their data
publicly available for other researchers to analyze.

T
his is contrary to the scientific spirit of free inquiry, public criticism

, and disclosure48 and to the philosopher C
harles S

anders P
eirce's fam

ous
injunction, his ninth lesson on the history of science: "D

o N
ot B

lock the R
oad of Inquiry."49

S
upporting this kind of secrecy is w

rong because it inhibits serious study of the problem
 of racial preferences in colleges and universities. M

y ow
n

view
 is that adm

issions com
m

ittees at public universities should be required, and private colleges and universities be strongly encouraged, to
publish their "adm

issions m
atrices" (point scoring system

s). B
oth types of institutions should allow

 qualified researchers the sam
e access to

(suitably redacted) individual records granted to B
ow

en and B
ok. H

onest discussion requires no less.

O
M

U
D

D
Y

 R
IV

E
R

*. by D
ave O

'N
eill

W
illiam

 B
ow

en and D
erek B

ok are both form
er presidents of w

hat can only be called elite universities-P
rinceton and H

arvard. A
nd their obviously

colleges and universities" to avoid using candid term
s like "race preferences" and "elite schools."

T
his book has been enthusiastically received by adherents of affirm

ative action w
ho have been disheartened by the grow

ing opposition to
A

ffirm
ative A

ction in school adm
issions, job hiring, and the like. T

he N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es sighed w

ith relief, stating that the book "provides striking
confirm

ation of the success of affirm
ative action in opening opportunities and creating a w

hole generation of black professionals w
ho are now
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leaders in their fields and com
m

unities."1 B
ut unfortunately for the fans of A

ffirm
ative A

ction this claim
 is sim

ply not true. In fact the book deals
w

ith
a sector of higher education (the m

ost elite private colleges) and a group of black college entrants (from
 the very top of the black S

A
T

distribution)
for w

hich the im
position of A

ffirm
ative A

ction in adm
issions raises the least problem

s for public policy. A
nd even for their lim

ited group, despite

black students w
ho w

ere adm
itted only because of the preference policy had not gotten into the elite colleges and universities, then how

 w
ould they

have fared in the labor m
arket and their careers?

W
hy the S

tudy Is Irrelevant for the T
ough Issues of A

ffirm
ative A

ction

subgroup of elite, m
ostly private colleges and universities w

hich voluntarily adopt adm
issions policies that favor blacks. T

his m
eans that any

findings of their study cannot be applied to the m
any public institutions that have to deal w

ith blacks from
 a m

uch low
er part of their distribution and

had to low
er entry standards to ensure m

inim
al representation of m

inorities. T
hese latter situations are w

hat m
ight be called the "trenches" in the

battles surrounding A
ffirm

ative A
ction in higher education. B

ow
en and B

ok are operating in an area of racial

preferences that has caused som
e controversy, but it is m

ostly controversy am
ong intellectuals concerned about private elite colleges and

universities. B
ut B

ow
en and B

ok think they are at the center of controversy over race preferences. In their ow
n w

ords from
 the preface:

W
ithin the realm

 of higher education, w
e are concerned only w

ith academ
ically selective colleges and universities. T

he m
ain reason is that the

debate surrounding race-sensitive adm
issions is prim

arily w
ithin these institutions. In colleges and professional schools that adm

it nearly every
qualified applicant, there is little to debate (although there m

ay be argum
ents over how

 "qualified" should be defined, and w
hether the sam

e
definition is applied to w

hite and black candidates). It is w
hen there are strict lim

its on the num
ber of places in an entering class and

far m
ore

qualified applicants than places, that the choices becom
e difficult and the issue of w

hether to give w
eight to race com

es to the forefront. (P
. xxvi.)

Y
ork C

ity because every qualified applicant is adm
itted. T

he fact that the m
inim

al qualification standard at C
U

N
Y

 has plum
m

eted over the years, for
the sole purpose of increasing black and H

ispanic enrollm
ent, does not qualify as a policy of giving w

eight to race. B
ut B

ow
en and B

ok are just
defining aw

ay the really tough social problem
s created by the use of A

ffirm
ative A

ction in higher education.

N
o E

vidence on K
ey Q

uestions

colleges. W
e are inundated w

ith glow
ing m

aterial on how
 m

any of the blacks w
ent on to professional schools, how

 they excelled in com
m

unity
services, and how

 they earned very high incom
es-m

uch higher than the average of all black college graduates. T
his goes on and on page after

page and chapter after chapter. M
uch less trum

peted are the "disturbing" facts that show
 the graduation rates and especially the grade levels of the

style that they brush aside the possibility that this poor academ
ic perform

ance of blacks m
ight be an unintended effect of the race preference

policies-for exam
ple, that these policies m

ay low
er their m

otivation to perform
 because they feel patronized by the policies. Instead B

ow
en and B

ok
dw

ell on factors like the insecurities of black students, their difficulties in adjusting to new
 environm

ents, etc., etc. F
or them

 A
ffirm

ative A
ction can

do no w
rong.

B
ut w

hat is the significance for public policy tow
ard A

ffirm
ative A

ction of all this, m
ostly glow

ing, m
aterial? W

hat w
ould be useful to have is

statistical evidence on tw
o causality questions: (1) if the blacks w

ho entered the elite schools because of the racial preference policy (not all the
blacks because that w

ould include blacks w
ho w

ould have been accepted w
ithout a preference policy) had not been able to, then how

 w
ould their

careers have turned out?; and (2) do race preference policies tend in S
helby S

teele's term
 "to dem

oralize" black students (and perhaps

28
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non-students as w
ell)? O

n both these questions B
ow

en and B
ok claim

 to have im
portant evidence.

W
ith respect to question (2), it doesn't m

ake m
uch sense to debate B

ow
en and B

ok. T
hey have convinced them

selves that black graduates'
answ

ers to survey questions about how
 they felt about the "diversity" policies of the schools they attended is going to elicit their true feelings about

racial preference policies in adm
issions. A

s noted they refuse to consider the possibility that this dem
oralization effect m

ight be producing the poor
black academ

ic perform
ance in their data. T

heir total com
m

itm
ent to A

ffirm
ative A

ction m
akes them

 incapable of doing a m
eaningful analysis of

the dem
oralization question.

not have been if they had not had racial preference policies. T
he problem

 is that in the elite schools the preference policy is im
plem

ented w
ithout

different cutoff scores; hardly anyone is accepted in these schools that has a com
bined S

A
T

 score less than 800. T
hese schools favor blacks by

taking a m
uch higher fraction of black applicants at each very high S

A
T

 level. T
hus in the com

bined S
A

T
 interval 1250-1300 these schools accept

applicant to have a 50 percent chance of acceptance he has to have an S
A

T
 of only 1125 w

hile for a w
hite to have the

sam
e probability he m

ust

13 percent. T
hus they estim

ate that only 30 percent of blacks accepted under race preferences w
ould have been able to m

ake it w
ith no

to raise their S
A

T
 scores, m

aking the percent accepted greater than 13. (T
his happened am

ong black college athletes w
hen the N

C
A

A
 required

higher grades for athletes to be eligible for sports.)

A
lthough B

ow
en and B

ok estim
ate the num

ber of blacks w
ho w

ould not have been accepted, they do not try to identify w
ho the individual blacks

are in their data. W
ithout being able to m

ake this separation, B
ow

en and B
ok cannot directly answ

er the key question (1) above. T
his basic

shortcom
ing of their data and analysis is not stated in a straightforw

ard w
ay anyw

here in their long book. A
nd perhaps m

ore egregious is that they
never attem

pted to obtain a sam
ple of blacks w

ith high S
A

T
 scores w

ho w
ent to non-elite colleges. T

hey com
m

issioned the N
ational O

pinion
R

esearch C
enter to do a survey that presum

ably could have produced this data, but it did not.

B
ias P

roblem
s

Instead B
ow

en and B
ok com

pare all the blacks w
ho w

ent to the elite colleges w
ith all black college graduates of the sam

e age from
 the

U
.S

.
C

ensus. O
f course the blacks w

ho w
ent to the elite schools have m

uch higher average earnings-81 percent higher. A
s an estim

ate of the im
pact of

the race preference policies at the elite schools on black earnings, w
e know

 this com
parison suffers from

 tw
o im

portant biases: (1) the blacks from
the general college population have m

uch low
er S

A
T

 scores (nationally 70 percent of black college entrants score below
 400 on the verbal S

A
T

,

been accepted w
ith race-neutral adm

ission policies. (T
he group that w

ould have been accepted presum
ably w

ould have higher earnings.)

T
he authors' response to these bias problem

s is to cite the "literature" they review
ed w

hich they say does control for differential ability. T
hus in their

entire book the best evidence they have on the m
ost crucial issue relating to the race preference policies of their elite colleges com

es from
 a

review
of existing studies! B

ut given the authors' obvious biases in favor of preferences, how
 can one rely on their unsubstantiated assertions about the

findings of these studies? T
he "findings" of this literature are not presented in any detail; even the select schools they covered are not given. T

he
entire discussion takes up one paragraph. (P

. 128.)

T
he other evidence on this crucial question that B

ow
en and B

ok present are com
parisons of their high S

A
T

 blacks w
ho w

ent to the m
ost selective

of the colleges w
ithin their highly select group of colleges w

ith blacks w
ho w

ent to the less selective of them
. T

hey use m
ultiple regression

techniques to hold constant S
A

T
 scores and other variables and conclude that, for black m

ales, there is about a 10 percent increase in their
earnings from

 attending the m
ost select schools rather than the least select. B

ow
en and B

ok argue that blacks w
ith a given S

A
T

 score w
ho attend
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the m
ore selective schools are being given m

ore racial preference than those w
ho attend the least select and, therefore, this is evidence that

A
ffirm

ative A
ction lead to higher earnings.

T
here are tw

o problem
s w

ith this evidence. O
ne is statistical. It is very likely that they w

ere not able to adjust fully for ability differences
betw

een a
1000 S

A
T

 black accepted by the m
ost select schools and a 1000 S

A
T

 black accepted by the less selective schools. A
fter all, the m

ost selective

differential w
ould be large enough to account for the 10 percent net effect claim

ed by the authors (this is also suggested by the fact thatthe partial
regression coefficients for the degree of selectivity variables are not statistically significant).

T
he other problem

 is substantive and pragm
atic. D

o w
e w

ant the country to keep a policy that is in direct conflict w
ith one of the

m
ost treasured of

effects on blacks, sim
ply because it m

ight raise the earnings capacity 'of high S
A

T
 blacks by a few

 percentage points?

C
onclusion

w
ith the use of A

ffirm
ative A

ction in college adm
issions. If all the preference policies that have been m

andated on public colleges and universities
w

ere elim
inated, w

hat w
ould happen to blacks? T

he trend of public opinion seem
s to be that blacks as a group w

ould be better off. Itis perhaps
m

ost ironic that there is som
e B

ow
en and B

ok data that indicate that even their elite private colleges and universities are backing off their racial
preference policies. T

his is suggested by the fact that the S
A

T
 distribution of black applicants in their 1976 entry cohort is m

uch low
er than the

over this period to explain this increase am
ong elite school applicants.

T
hus it is possible that the schools them

selves have tightened up on how
 m

uch preference they are giving blacks. B
ow

en and B
ok w

ould do a
service if they w

ould release m
ore data so this hypothesis could be checked out.

G
O

LD
 M

A
N

 Q
U

O
T

A

kby R
oger C

legg

C
onfusion and D

ishonesty

T
he confusion begins w

ith the book's title, T
he S

hape of the R
iver. M

ark T
w

ain w
rote that a riverboat pilot m

ust "know
 the shape of the

river
perfectly." A

re authors W
illiam

 B
ow

en and D
erek B

ok m
aking an analogy to how

 perfectly a college adm
ission officer m

ust know
 the lives of those

professional school to the w
orkplace? E

ither w
ay, it is not a very good m

etaphor, although it nicely illum
inates the elite's fatal conceit that it can

know
 and m

anage everything. M
erely selecting students w

ho w
ill m

ake good sociologists or engineers is not challenging enough. T
hrough the

college adm
issions process, B

ow
en and B

ok see them
selves as engineering lives and even society itself. "It is helpful, in our view

, to think of

32
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xxvi n.4.)

T
he book's dishonesty also begins early and never ends. T

hroughout, the discrim
ination defended by the authors is euphem

istically called
"considering race" or being "race sensitive." B

ut the authors them
selves are race obsessed. T

hey declare, "N
either of the authors of this study has

any sym
pathy w

ith quotas or any belief in m
andating the proportional representation of groups of people, defined by race or any other criterion, in

positions of authority." (P
. 283.) B

ut, in fact, that is exactly w
hat they believe in. B

y the end of the paragraph, they are calling the
country to action

because "present racial disparities in outcom
es are dism

ayingly disproportionate." (P
. 284.)

T
he authors style their book as an honest contribution of m

uch needed data to the debate over affirm
ative action. B

ut the pose is a dubious.
A

dvance copies of the book w
ere circulated to the authors' allies but apparently not to those likely to be skeptical or critical, and a nationw

ide
cam

paign to place favorable new
s stories and op-eds about the book follow

ed-not the usual approach for honest scholarship. T
he data relied on

are, to a large extent, not available to potential critics, and the secondary sources cited are frequently "forthcom
ing." T

he authors' assertion to the

for instance, of the w
ell publicized studies by the C

enter for E
qual O

pportunity. W
hile Linda W

ightm
an's study defending preferences by law

schools is repeatedly cited, no m
ention is m

ade of S
tephan T

hernstrom
's and G

ail H
eriot's devastating rebuttals of that study. A

nd so on.

to be left to the experts. B
ut surely the authors w

ill concede a distinction-as a m
atter of both law

 and policy-betw
een state and private schools.A

nd
for private schools, does this m

ean that B
ow

en and B
ok now

 favor repeal of the C
ivil R

ights A
ct of 1964? I doubt that's really w

hatthe authors

groups (blacks, H
ispanics) rem

ains flatly prohibited. T
his w

ould literally "deny... the equal protection of the law
s," to quote the E

qual P
rotection

C
lause of the C

onstitution's F
ourteenth A

m
endm

ent, and show
s that w

hat B
ow

en and B
ok really w

ant is not autonom
y as a m

atter of principle, but
to allow

 w
hat they w

ant to do and prohibit w
hat they don't.

B
ow

en and B
ok do, how

ever, m
ake tw

o concessions of enorm
ous im

portance in their book. T
he first is that race is frequently a heavy

an "appreciably greater chance than w
hites of being adm

itted"-no, "considerably greater." "In the upper-m
iddle ranges of S

A
T

 scores, in particular,
the adm

ission probability for black applicants w
as often three tim

es higher than the corresponding probability for w
hite applicants." (P

. 26.) T
hus,

one table in the book show
s the relative likelihood of w

hites, then blacks, being adm
itted to a top-tier school w

ith different S
A

T
 scores. T

he

25 percent; for a black, 75 percent. (P
. 27.)

O
f course it w

ould be futile for B
ow

en and B
ok to dispute the point that there are significant differences betw

een the relative qualifications of their
black and w

hite adm
ittees. T

hey concede that the overall graduation rate at their schools w
as 79%

 for blacks, versus 94%
 for w

hites. (P
. 56.)

and B
ok concede, is "very large." (P

. 72.) D
espite this, B

ow
en and B

ok assert near the end of their book, "T
he data assem

bled in this
volum

e
should dispel any im

pression that the abilities and perform
ance of the m

inority students adm
itted to selective colleges and universities have been

256-57.) B
ow

en and B
ok lam

ely contend that this sim
ply "reflects the extraordinary quality of the w

hite and A
sian applicants w

ho have been
attracted to leading institutions in ever greater num

bers." (P
. 257.) A

ll students are above average.

D
iversity Justifies D

iscrim
ination

or present, of discrim
ination. R

ather, they pin their hopes on the diversity rationale. (P
p. 7, 283.) T

his is a key concession for tw
o reasons. A

s
a

34
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policy m
atter, the diversity rationale is extrem

ely w
eak. A

s a legal m
atter, the S

uprem
e C

ourt in recent years has recognized no defense for racial
classifications except the rem

edying of past discrim
ination. S

everal courts of appeals have explicitly rejected the diversity rationale. T
hus, B

ow
en

and B
ok are hinging their legal and policy defense on the late Justice Lew

is P
ow

ell's 1978 opinion-joined by no other justice-in R
egents of the

U
niversity of C

alifornia v. B
akke.

B
ow

en and B
ok believe that diversity is essential because people of a particular skin color are needed to represent politically, sell to, m

anage and

think and function." (P
. 279.) T

hey really believe that people should m
ake gross generalizations, based on race, about how

 people "think and
function."

E
arly on, B

ow
en and B

ok list tw
o considerations deem

ed im
portant for higher education that they view

 as justifying the use of A
ffirm

ative A
ction: (1)

the desire for a student body "w
ith a w

ide diversity of backgrounds, experiences, and talents" that w
ill "contribute to the developm

ent of their fellow
students"; and (2) the need "to attract students w

ho seem
 especially likely to utilize their education to m

ake valuable or distinctive D
onations to their

have som
e hope of predicting w

hich students w
ill m

eet them
. It rem

ains utterly baffling w
hy race should be used as a proxy for either one."O

f
course, it w

ould be an oversim
plification to assum

e that all A
frican A

m
ericans, any m

ore than all m
idw

esterners or all Lutherans, represent
anything resem

bling one point of view
," B

ow
en and B

ok concede, about tw
o hundred pages later. "T

he scope of our study, how
ever, is too broad to

allow
 us to investigate such finer grained levels of diversity." (P

. 219.) S
o, the authors realize they are stereotyping, but justify doing so because ...

w
hat? Im

agine their horror if an em
ployer acknow

ledged that not all blacks w
ere shiftless and lazy, and justified his generalization to the contrary

only w
ith som

e arm
-w

aving and an opaque assertion that his data w
ere "too broad to investigate such finer grained levels."

If som
eone has overcom

e obstacles put in his path because of his race, that can be considered, just as it can be considered that he
overcam

e

particularized inquiry into w
hether a black applicant has or has not been discrim

inated against. Instead, preferences are aw
arded to these

18-year-olds-born not into slavery or the Jim
 C

row
 era, but in 1980-because they have a particular skin color, period.

graduates, let alone C
&

B
 graduates w

ho received preferences. (Indeed, there is very little data in this book about H
ispanics at all.) B

ow
en and B

ok
then m

elodram
atically conclude that their graduates "have also gained the training that w

ill allow
 them

 to offer m
edical services to traditionally

underserved com
m

unities and give political leadership to struggling urban constituencies." (P
. 116.) T

here are no data to support the claim
 that the

best w
ay to have im

proved m
edical care in the ghetto is by the use of preferences, let alone that the quality of political leadership there-or

anyw
here else-has im

proved because of Ivy League training.

B
ow

en and B
ok argue that black and H

ispanic professionals are needed as role m
odels and to provide leadership, m

edical care and legal advice,
and other netw

orks in their com
m

unities. (P
p. 12-13, 116, 156.) T

he assum
ption, of course, is that not only is A

m
erican society segregated, but

there is no reason to suppose it w
ill not continue to be. W

e should not expect w
hite children to idolize black adults or black children

to follow
 w

hite

politically by anyone except other blacks.

w
ith people of different races and cultures w

as im
portant, and that college helped them

 do this. R
espondents w

ere asked if they knew
 "w

ell" tw
o or

m
ore students of a different race. "W

e did not attem
pt to define w

hat know
ing som

eone 'w
ell' m

eant, but rather hoped that our w
ording w

ould
encourage those being surveyed to ponder their answ

er, rather than m
erely give w

hat m
ight have been an easy and expected response." (P

p.
230-31.) A

s to w
hether the authors succeeded or not, w

ho know
s? B

ow
en and B

ok conclude from
 their data that "a drop in the share ofblack
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enrollm
ent from

, say, 8 percent to 4 percent could be expected to reduce the percentage of w
hite m

atriculants w
ho knew

 w
ell tw

o or m
ore black

students from
 61 percent to 53 percent." (P

p. 234-35.) T
hat doesn't sound like the end of the w

orld, and perhaps those 8 percent w
ill m

eet som
e

A
sians, O

klahom
ans, or A

ppalachians. In all events, you don't have to go to H
arvard to learn to get along w

ith people of other races.2

If diversity can justify preferences in favor of certain groups that are "underrepresented," then surely it can justify negative consideration of those
that are "overrepresented." T

here is sim
ply no w

ay to justify the form
er w

ithout justifying the latter, as the tw
o authors know

, given the unhappy
history of the Ivy. League's ceiling on overrepresented Jew

s. It is also unclear w
hy prejudice w

ill be fought, rather than fostered, by deliberately
m

ixing less qualified blacks in w
ith superqualified w

hites.

D
am

n, W
e're G

ood

T
he overarching tone of T

he S
hape of the R

iver is, "H
ey, w

e college presidents are doing a great job!" B
ut buried is this self-congratulatory book

is

to be so bad, believe B
ow

en and B
ok, that our top schools m

ust aw
ard preferences to ensure their adm

ission; so bad that-even if preferences
aren't used-the m

edian score for blacks adm
itted w

ill alw
ays run significantly below

 that for w
hites adm

itted; so bad that the average black adm
ittee

given a preference is not far below
 the average black not given one; so bad that, controlling for econom

ic status, poor w
hites greatly outscore poor

blacks.

A
nd the solution proposed by B

ow
en and B

ok to all this is to pretend that black applicants are better qualified than they are. T
hey justify this in part

on political and practical grounds, but politically and practically the causes of black underperform
ance-high rates of illegitim

ate births, poor study
habits, and bad public schools-are less likely to be addressed for so long as preferences paper over these realities. A

t the beginning of their book,
B

ow
en and B

ok w
rite that the "river" started flow

ing at "the frozen m
om

ent in tim
e w

hen seventeen-year-olds .
.

. satdow
n w

ith N
um

ber 2 pencils to
take the S

A
T

." (P
. xxii.) O

f course, it started flow
ing 17 years and nine m

onths earlier. In a rare m
om

ent of political incorrectness, they

of a 'stay-at-hom
e M

om
."' (P

. 80.) H
ow

 m
uch of that support w

ill there be in single-parent hom
es?

In classic post hoc, ergo propter hoc reasoning, B
ow

en and B
ok im

ply that preferences are the reason for the increased num
bers from

 the 1960s

physicians, and engineers-and even m
em

bers of C
ongress and other black elected officials. (P

p. 9-10.) M
ightn't the ban on discrim

ination in the
C

ivil R
ights A

ct of 1964 and the 1965 V
oting R

ights A
ct have had som

ething to do w
ith all this?

B
ow

en and B
ok also find evidence of black success in the high num

ber of graduates w
ho go on to graduate program

s and professional schools.
"T

he m
ajor im

plication of this part of the analysis for race-sensitive adm
issions is that m

any black m
atriculants w

ho w
ould have been rejected

under a strict race-neutral adm
ission policy w

ent on to earn advanced degrees, including professional and doctoral degrees." (P
. 110.) B

ut as
B

ow
en and B

ok grudgingly acknow
ledge: "O

ne can interpret these data as a further indication that graduate and professional schools gave
preference to black candidates from

 the C
&

B
 schools, and they undoubtedly did." (P

. 114; see also pp. 44-46, 103.)

A
s critically im

portant as they believe preferences to be, B
ow

en and B
ok nonetheless try to reassure us that they are quite lim

ited in scope. T
hey

assert that A
ffirm

ative A
ction are used by "only about 20 to 30 percent" of four-year colleges and universities, and that the other schools "accept all

qualified candidates" and thus don't use A
ffirm

ative A
ction. (P

. 15.) A
s D

ave O
'N

eill points out, how
ever, the definition of "qualified candidate" at

m
any other institutions has been low

ered to ensure sufficient "diversity" in the student body. A
nd it is not very reassuring to learn that one out

of
every four colleges has a policy of form

al racial discrim
ination.

T
he book is aim

ed in large part at college adm
inistrators, and the m

essage to them
 is, "S

tay the course!" Indeed, the m
essage is to stay

the
course, no m

atter w
hat som

e pesky judge m
ight say the law

 is. It is "hard to im
agine" private colleges and universities "passively accepting" a

judicial m
andate that A

ffirm
ative A

ction end, w
rite B

ow
en and B

ok, standing in the schoolhouse door. (P
. 288.) T

hey go on say that w
e m

ight as
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surreptitiously in w
ays that m

ight "have a w
ide variety of other consequences, not all of them

 benign." (P
. 289.)

B
ow

en and B
ok are not only stubborn, but elitist as w

ell:

S
hifting from

 race-sensitive adm
issions to class-based adm

issions, therefore, w
ould substantially reduce the m

inority enrollm
ents at selective

likely than students of equivalent ability from
 high socioeconom

ic backgrounds to com
plete their studies, attain professional or doctoral degrees,

and earn high incom
es. A

s a result, although a class-based system
 m

ight rew
ard applicants handicapped by poor schools, troubled neighborhoods,

and sim
ilar burdens, it w

ould surely hinder selective institutions in attem
pting to prepare the m

ost talented m
inority students for eventual positions

of leadership in governm
ent, business, and the professions. (P

. 271.)

U
nansw

ered Q
uestions

T
he S

hape of the R
iver's principal thesis is: B

lacks w
ho get into good schools, and w

ho graduate, do w
ell in life, even though they gotin by m

eans
of a racial preference. N

ot a big surprise. B
ut the authors conclude from

 this that preferences are conducive to the general w
elfare and ought to

be
continued.

A
ssum

ing that there is som
ething im

portant to be gained by having greater "diversity" (a dubious assum
ption, as w

e have seen), there are three big
questions that w

e w
ould w

ant answ
ered before arriving at the authors' conclusion: (1) W

hat w
ould have happened to these students had they not

benefited from
 A

ffirm
ative A

ction?; (2) W
hat w

ould have been the social D
onations of the non-black students w

ho w
ould have been adm

itted
instead, in the absence of preferences?; and (3) W

hat w
ere the other costs to society of the use of preferences? W

e w
ill see that the

authors try at
length-though not com

pletely satisfactorily-to answ
er the first question. M

eanw
hile, they all but ignore the second question and deal w

ith the third

m
ade to society by their alum

ni, all the w
hile ignoring the social costs of segregation and the foregone opportunities of black students-for

them
selves and the rest of us.

W
hen, less than ten pages from

 the end of their book, the authors finally devote exactly seven sentences to w
hat m

ight have been lost from
turning

dow
n the w

hite and A
sian students, they quickly point out that a lot of the w

hite w
om

en w
ould just be housew

ives, and then lam
ely conclude:

"W
ould society have been better off if additional num

bers of w
hites and A

sian A
m

ericans had been substituted for m
inority students in this fashion?

T
hat is the central question, and it cannot be answ

ered by data alone." (P
p. 282-83.)

T
he chapter on "C

ivic P
articipation and S

atisfaction w
ith Life" is likew

ise uncom
pelling. B

ow
en and B

ok stress the high levels of civic participation
by black m

atriculants of their school: they are "even m
ore active than their w

hite classm
ates." (P

. 158.) B
ut there is plenty of room

 for respondents
to define the different kinds of "civic participation" in any w

ay that they like; and the black-w
hite gaps are quite sm

all in m
ost categories (and

the
gaps that do exist m

ight be explained by the desire for black respondents to show
 that they are indeed giving som

ething back to the com
m

unity).It
has been suggested.that civic participation is inversely proportional to professional success ("I'm

 too busy to volunteer"), and so greater black civic
participation m

ay not be such a happy statistic. In addition, w
hen national data are analyzed, it turns out that people w

ho didn't go to the
authors'

elite schools "w
ere m

ore likely to participate in com
m

unity and social service activities, youth organizations such as scouting and Little League,
religious activities, and groups such as the P

T
A

 that operate w
ithin elem

entary and secondary schools." (P
. 157.) G

raduates of the elite schools, on
the other hand, spend their tim

e w
ith "professional and trade associations, college-related functions such as fund-raising and student recruitm

ent,

preferences, but the elite schools them
selves.

H
urting B

lack S
tudents
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M
uch of T

he S
hape of the R

iver is devoted to refuting a claim
 som

etim
es m

ade by the critics of preferences, nam
ely that such affirm

ative action
has actually harm

ed its purported beneficiaries, since they are less likely to graduate from
 schools w

here they are less qualified than
the rest of the

student body than from
 schools w

here they aren't. T
hat is by no m

eans the only, or even a top, claim
 of those criticizing preferences, but it

obviously stings B
ow

en and B
ok. B

eing unfair to w
hites they can live w

ith-but don't tell them
 they're hurting A

frican A
m

ericans.

T
here is evidence from

 their data that those adm
itted because of preferences are as likely to graduate from

 the school granting the preferences as
from

 a low
er-tier school they m

ight have gone to instead. (B
ow

en and B
ok com

pare the graduation rates for blacks w
ith sim

ilar S
A

T
 scores, G

P
A

s,
and incom

e at the different schools.) B
ut this is only because everyone is m

ore likely to graduate from
 their particular top-tier schools. O

nce you get
in, those schools try hard to keep you from

 leaving-harder than low
er-tiered schools.

O
n the other hand, the data definitely do not show

 that the beneficiaries of preferences are as likely to graduate as other students: to the
contrary,

as noted above, they are indeed less likely to graduate. "A
t leading schools

of law
, business, and m

edicine, approxim
ately 90 percent of black

students com
plete their studies successfully," continue B

ow
en and B

ok. (P
. 257.) B

ut, according to S
tephan T

hernstrom
, a study "of the nation's

top ten law
 schools found that the grades of the average black student fell in the bottom

 8 percent of the class," and blacks adm
itted

w
ithout

preferences w
ere three tim

es less likely to fail the bar (a 9.8 percent failure rate versus 27.1 percent).3 G
ail H

eriot w
rites that "w

hite m
edical

students passed the N
ational B

oard of M
edical E

xam
iners P

art I exam
 at a rate of 87.7 percent, A

frican A
m

ericans at 48.9 percent.",ls this
because of preferences? It w

ould appear so: "m
atching academ

ic credentials (in this case, the M
C

A
T

 score and undergraduate G
P

A
) m

ade the
discrepancy all but disappear."4 In another context, B

ow
en and B

ok acknow
ledge that "[n]o one benefits" w

hen black candidates are
"'overprom

oted' by firm
s or individuals too eager to 'do the right thing' or even 'to look good.- (P

. 284 n.8.) P
hD

's, heal thyselves.

B
ow

en and B
ok argue that their data support the proposition that blacks at selective schools (w

ho are likely to have received preferences) are
happier than those at less selective schools (w

ho probably didn't). T
herefore, they say, a "m

ism
atching" of students and colleges doesn't m

ake the
students less happy. B

ut in this discussion they consider only the students w
ho actually graduate; by excluding those w

ho failed to do so, they are
rem

oving from
 consideration those w

ho w
ere m

ost likely "m
ism

atched" in the first place. (P
p. 198-99.) Later in the chapter, B

ow
en and B

ok
concede that "class rank is clearly related to regrets about choice of college." (P

. 207.)

B
ow

en and B
ok assert that preferences w

on't be abused because no one along the river is interested in unqualified people. (P
. 117.) T

hus, they

are w
illing to hire people w

ho are less com
petent if doing so w

ill placate the bean-counters in the federal governm
ent's civil rights

bureaucracy, or
avoid criticism

 from
 civil rights leaders like Jesse Jackson and K

w
eisi M

fum
e.

T
here are tw

o additional caveats. F
irst, it m

ay not alw
ays be the case that preferences don't disserve those given them

. In a study of the
state of

W
ashington by the C

enter for E
qual O

pportunity, for instance, the graduation rate for blacks adm
itted to the m

ore selective school (the U
niversity of

W
ashington) w

as low
er than that for those adm

itted to the less selective school (W
ashington S

tate U
niversity) in the sam

e system
: 29 percent

versus 44 percent.5 S
econd, it is quite plausible that the students selected by top-tier schools w

ere better qualified than the students
selected by

low
er-tier schools, even if the students had sim

ilar S
A

T
 scores and grades. B

ow
en and B

ok say as m
uch elsew

here. (P
p. 58, 63.) A

fter all, the
top-tier schools had som

e reason for selecting one and not the other, right? If this is true, then m
aybe the graduation rate for students w

ould
have

top-tier schools.

I w
ill offer B

ow
en and B

ok this consolation though: I don't think it really disserves blacks students even if som
etim

es they are adm
itted to schools

w
here they are less likely to graduate than other schools, so long as the students know

 the odds. A
fter all, any student takes a risk

w
hen he goes to

a tough school. If m
y son got into M

IT
 and the local com

m
unity college, I w

ould not hesitate to urge that he attend the
form

er, even though his
chances of graduation are better at the latter. I'm

 sure m
ost parents w

ould agree.

B
eating U

p a S
traw

 M
an
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B
ow

en and B
ok also devote a great deal of tim

e to dem
olishing a straw

 m
an-that the opponents of preferences w

ould base all adm
ission decisions

solely on S
A

T
 scores (or, perhaps, S

A
T

 scores and high school grade point averages).

w
ere the sole legitim

ate basis for adm
ission and that other considerations w

ere som
ehow

 insubstantial or even m
orally suspect. T

his is patently
false. (P

p. 24-25.)

W
hat is "patently false" is the assertion that there is any "w

idespread m
isconception" that only scores and grades are valid considerations or that

anyone believes them
 to be the "sole legitim

ate basis for adm
ission." T

hose opposing A
ffirm

ative A
ction w

ould not require adm
ission officers to

ignore an applicant's extracurricular activities or teacher recom
m

endations, non-academ
ic accom

plishm
ents and hardships in his life, special

talents or experience. A
nything can be considered, so long as it's not race.

T
his straw

 m
an is an im

portant distraction because it allow
s the authors to beat up on the S

A
T

 as if doing so proves som
ething aboutthe

desirability of preferences. It doesn't. I'm
 sure that B

ow
en and B

ok w
ould defend preferences even if the S

A
T

 w
ere a near-perfect predictor; I w

ould
oppose preferences even if the S

A
T

 did not exist. S
o all the pages spent show

ing that success in school and life does not hinge on
a high S

A
T

score are beside the point.

D
ivision and S

tigm
a

B
ow

en and B
ok spend relatively little tim

e addressing a real objection to quotas, nam
ely their divisiveness. T

hey view
 it as very significant that

there w
as no difference "in attitudes tow

ard diversity betw
een [w

hite m
atriculants] w

ho attended their first-choice schools and those w
ho did not" (p.

252), since, after all, "it is presum
ably those w

hite m
atriculants w

ho ... m
ight, justly or unjustly, blam

e this disappointm
ent on the adm

ission of
m

inority students" (p. 251). O
n the other hand, how

ever, these students all got into very good schools anyw
ay. M

ore fundam
entally, B

ok and

has found preferences to be divisive indeed.6 (P
. 268.)

possessed by anyone." (P
. 277.) B

ut surely students are entitled to consideration for a slot free from
 racial discrim

ination. T
hat, after all, is w

hat
federal law

 says. O
r w

ere the proponents of desegregation w
rong in arguing for this entitlem

ent?

T
o B

ow
en and B

ok, the fact that relatively few
 slots end up being aw

arded on the basis of preference m
eans that those w

ho lose outshouldn't
com

plain. It's like handicapped parking spaces, they argue. It m
ay be frustrating to see an open one w

hen you aren't disabled, but bear in m
ind

that, if it w
eren't set aside for the handicapped, probably som

e other non-disabled person w
ould have already taken it anyw

ay.

T
his is just bad argum

ent. B
ow

en and B
ok have dem

onstrated only that preferences have a poisonous effect on race relations beyond their
im

m
ediate im

pact on individuals. T
hey have also show

n that they are stuck in the group-rights m
indset. S

om
e individual w

hites are denied those
slots, and this is unfair. T

hose people are not hurt sim
ply by having a sm

all percentage less of an opportunity; they are denied the chance
to attend

that school, period. P
ut the shoe on the other foot (alw

ays a useful exercise in w
eighing pro-preference argum

ents): W
hat if som

e slots w
ere being

set aside for w
hites?

B
ow

en and B
ok also com

pletely m
isapprehend the reason w

hy opponents of A
ffirm

ative A
ction w

ould prefer, instead, that any preferences be
based on poverty. It is not-as the authors seem

 to think-that w
e hope the sam

e race-driven results can be achieved covertly, w
ithout the use of

preferences based explicitly on race. It is because not all blacks are poor and m
any w

hites are, so that if-as the apologists for A
ffirm

ative A
ction

som
etim

es argue-the aim
 is to help those from

 disadvantaged backgrounds, then do so. T
hat is, aw

ard preferences directly on econom
ic status,

44
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rather than using race as a proxy for it. (P
p. 46-50.)

T
he authors also are unpersuasive in their rejection of the argum

ent that preferences stigm
atize their beneficiaries. T

hey acknow
ledge that

"m
inority students, especially blacks, perform

 at significantly low
er levels academ

ically than their test scores w
ould predict." (P

. 262.) B
ut they deny

that this is because blacks m
ay feel stigm

atized by affirm
ative action, since "it is the m

ost academ
ically talented black students (w

ho could have
been adm

itted even under a race-blind policy, and w
ho have the least reason to feel outm

atched intellectually) w
ho perform

 the furthest below
 their

B
ut to the authors, the solution is not to abandon preferences, but for "schools [to] institute program

s designed explicitly to bring the academ
ic

achievem
ents of m

inority students fully in line w
ith their academ

ic potential." (P
. 263.) In other w

ords, continue the preferences after adm
ission and

incorporate them
 into the schools' actual curriculum

.

w
hites', and the authors of course explain it as a likely result of racism

. T
heir evidence for this is anecdotal and subjective, and m

uch of
it is based

on the sense of m
any blacks that they are not treated w

ith the respect to w
hich they are entitled, and that their abilities are often

doubted. B
ut the

institutionalization of A
ffirm

ative A
ction-and the inevitable stigm

atization that follow
s-is not going to solve that problem

; it exacerbates it. O
ne of the

survey respondents actually supports this point, although it escapes B
ow

en and B
ok:

I w
as looking for a place w

here m
y skills w

ould be appreciated. I'm
 really at the point w

here I say that straight out in interview
s:

"Look, if you w
ant

m
e because I'm

 a w
om

an and because I'm
 A

frican A
m

erican and because I'm
 trotting along this series of degrees, don't bother. D

on't think about
how

 m
any diversity com

m
ittees I can head up or how

 m
any adm

ission fairs I can go to or how
 m

any. tim
es you can stick m

e
in your yearbook to

m
ake yourself look diverse. B

ut think about w
hat I can really offer your com

m
unity and your school and your students." (P

. 190.)

O
ne w

onders w
hat this respondent-w

ho com
plained that som

etim
es her qualifications are questioned-thinks of A

ffirm
ative A

ction.

A
 key ingredient to continued progress by A

frican A
m

ericans is respect-respect by non-blacks for blacks, and self-respect am
ong blacks. T

he use

future em
ployers, w

hatever-w
ill of course m

ake the generalization that blacks w
ho graduate from

 that university are less qualified than w
hites. T

hat

w
ould have been adm

itted w
ithout a preference. T

heir respect and self-respect is put at risk by the authors' larger social agenda.

C
onclusion

B
ow

en and B
ok are right about one thing: their sort of data cannot persuade those w

ith fundam
ental and principled objections to the use of

A
ffirm

ative A
ction. R

acial classifications are a bad thing and they ought not to be institutionalized. T
here are hum

an costs, hum
an inequitites w

hen
som

eone loses out because they are w
rong skin color. T

he broader, social costs are even higher. D
o B

ow
en and B

ok really think that w
hites and

A
sians w

ill feel no resentm
ent, that blacks and H

ispanics w
ill suffer no stigm

atization, w
hen it is w

idely know
n that the tw

o groups are held to
an

unequal standard? D
o they really think that the intellectual m

ission of the university w
ill not be com

prom
ised w

hen intellectual ability is given less
w

eight? D
o they really w

ant a legal system
 that forbids discrim

ination against som
e, but not others, because of race? D

o they think that racial
discrim

ination, once institutionalized, w
ill be easily displaced w

hen the tim
e com

es-w
henever that tim

e is? A
pparently so. W

ith astonishing
chutzpah, B

ow
en and B

ok assert at the end of their book that colorblind adm
issions are "unw

orthy of our country's ideals." (P
. 286.)
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